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FROM THE WASTELAND TO EAST EGG:
 
HOUSES IN THE GREAT GATSBY
Hilton 
Anderson
University of Southern Mississippi
Near the end of The Great Gatsby Nick Carraway states that his
 
home in the Middle West is in “a city where dwellings are still called
 through decades by a family’s name” (177). This stability directly
 contrasts with the drifting of people in the East, where the Buchanan’s
 home had until recently belonged to “Demaine, the oil man” (8) and Jay
 Gatsby’s huge mansion was built by a brewer whose children sold it
 “with the black wreath still on the door” (89); nonetheless, houses in
 The Great Gatsby are more than 
symbols
 of stability or the lack of it
Whether the novel is a story of
 
the failure of the American dream  
or simply a conflict between socio-economic classes, the dominant
 symbol of success is the person’s residence. That is why Gatsby
 insists that the tea party which is to reunite him with his long-lost love
 must be held at Nick’s home: “He wants her to see his house....And
 your house is right next door” (80), Jordan Baker explains to Nick. To
 Gatsby the house, its contents, the activities that take place there, and
 the people found there (“I keep it always full of interesting people,
 night and day” [91]) signify Gatsby’s having attained both the economic
 and social status to win Daisy back; and he wants to show
 
her that he is  
now worthy of her love, that he has now arrived in the Buchanan’s
 world. However, Fitzgerald blatantly points out that Gatsby’
s
 West  
Egg is not the equivalent of the East Egg of the Buchanans. The
 “courtesy bay” (5) that separates the two Eggs is not just a physical
 barrier, but a social one as well. East Egg stands for manners,
 privileges and
 
a social awareness not yet attained by the residents of the  
other
 
Egg. An examination of the various domiciles and the activities  
that take place in them reveals that Fitzgerald was rather obvious in his
 use of these settings to distinguish the socio-economic levels of the
 various characters, 
and
 yet at the  same time he was subtle in the manner  
that he used residences to keep the characters from knowing too much
 about each other, and by presenting the
 
more  subtle differences through  
conflicts which usually take
 
place not in anyone’s home, but on  neutral  
ground.
Early in the novel, as Nick sets himself up as a credible narrator,
 
attempting to show, as he later states, that he 
is
 “one of the few honest  
people that I have ever known” (60), he calls attention to his
 unpretentious dwelling. Although he lives in the “proximity of
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millionaires” (5), he actually resides in an eighty-dollar-a-month
 
“weather-beaten cardboard bungalow”
 
(3),  a “small eyesore” (5) located  
at the very tip
 
of the  less fashionable  of the  two  Eggs.
Next door, Gatsby’s marble-stepped mansion projects a “feudal
 silhouette against the sky” (92). It is a “colossal affair by any
 standard—it is a factual imitation of some Hotel de Ville
 
in Normandy,  
with a tower
 
on one side, spanking new under a thin beard  of raw ivy,  
and a marble swimming pool, and more than forty acres of
 
lawn and  
garden” (5). Downstairs there
 
are “Marie Antoinette music rooms and  
Restoration salons” 
(92).
 There is  also  a “high Gothic  library, panelled  
with carved English
 
oak, and probably  transported complete from some  
ruin
 
overseas” (45); its real  books with uncut pages cause the owl-eyed  
man to refer
 
to Gatsby as a  “regular Belasco” (46). Upstairs there are  
“period bedrooms swathed in rose and lavender silk” and “dressing
 rooms and poolrooms, and bathrooms, with sunken baths” (92).
 Gatsby’s personal apartment consists of “a bedroom and a bath and an
 Adam study” (92). Daisy claims to love Gatsby’s mansion (91), but
 Nick considers it an “elaborate road House” (64), ultimately referring to
 it as a “huge
 
incoherent failure of a  house” (181), thus emphasizing  the  
failure of Gatsby’s mansion to contribute to the success of his grand
 design.
Across the bay from Nick’s and Gatsby’s homes are the “white
 
palaces of
 
fashionable East Egg” which “glitter” along the water (5);  
these include the estate of Tom and Daisy Buchanan with its garage
 converted into stables (11), in a gesture of outlandish snobbery. Nick
 reveals that when he first saw the Buchanan place it was “even more
 elaborate 
than
 I had expected, a cheerful red-and-white Georgian  colonial  
mansion, overlooking the bay” (6). The
 
difference in architecture is an  
obvious contrast; Gatsby lives in a huge imitation, unbalanced, semi-
 barbaric
 
pseudo-castle, while the Buchanans reside in a more civilized,  
conservative, symmetrical, neo-classic mansion. The Buchanan lawn,
 which stretches from the beach to the house is a quarter of a mile long
 and includes such features as brick
 
walks, burning gardens, sun dials, a  
sunken Italian garden, and “a half
 
acre of deep pungent roses” (6-8).  
Almost forbidden to the lower classes, very little of the interior of the
 Buchanan home
 
is described, only a “high hallway” and a “bright rosy-  
colored” room with “French windows at either end,”
 
a “frosted-cake of a  
ceiling,” and a “wine-colored rug” (8).
Contrasting with the palatial mansions of the two Eggs is the
 
valley-of-ashes home of
 
the Wilsons. No glimpse is allowed into the  
apartment upstairs, but the garage itself, situated in a “small yellow
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block of yellow brick sitting on the edge of the waste land.” (24) is
 
“unprosperous,” “bare,” and covered with gray dust (25).
The trysting apartment of Tom and Myrtle on 158th Street, 
“
one  
slice in a long white cake of apartment houses,” (28) reveals the
 insurmountable differences between
 
the social classes of the  two:
The apartment was on the top floor—a small living room,
 
a small bedroom, and a bath. The living-room was crowded
 
to
 the doors with a set of tapestried furniture entirely too  
large for it, so that to move about was to stumble
 continually over scenes of ladies swinging in the gardens
 of Versailles. The only picture was an over-enlarged
 photograph, apparently a hen sitting on a blurred rock.
 Looked at from a distance, however, the hen resolved itself
 into a bonnet, and the countenance of a stout old lady
 beamed down into the room. Several old copies of Town
 Tattle lay on the table together with a copy of Simon
 Called Peter, and some of the small scandal magazines of
 Broadway. (29)
Just as this apartment probably epitomized the pedestrian dreams of
 
Myrtle Wilson, Jay Gatsby’s romanticized dream is symbolized in the
 Louisville home of Daisy Fay, with the largest of Columbus Day
 banners and the largest of lawns
 
(75). Nick does not describe  the house,  
but Gatsby’s
 
reaction to it and what it represented to him:
It amazed him—he had never been in such a beautiful house
 
before. But what gave it an air of breathless intensity was
 that Daisy lived there—it was as casual a thing to her as
 his tent at camp was to him. There was a ripe mystery
 about it, a hint of bedrooms more beautiful and cool than
 other bedrooms, of gay and radiant activities taking place
 through its corridors, and of romances that were not musty
 and laid away already in lavender, but fresh and breathing
 and redolent of this year’s shining motor cars and of dances
 whose flowers were scarcely withered. It excited him, 
too, that many men had already loved Daisy—it increased her
 value in his eyes. He felt their presence all about the
 house, pervading the air with the shades and echoes of still
 vibrant emotions. (148)
While the homes of the various characters may serve as places
 
where members of various social classes sometimes come together for
 luncheons,
 
dinners,  teas, and parties, there is never any conflict between  
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the important characters at any of these functions, The two important
 
clashes take place outside the homes, The first and somewhat less
 significant, Tom's and Myrtle's argument which ends in her nose being
 broken, takes place in the New York apartments which is not really the
 home of either. The climatic scene of the novels the direct
 confrontation between Tom and Gatsby, takes place, again, on neutral
 ground, the Plaza Motel, Nick prepares us for this scene when Gatsby
 calls to invite him to the luncheon at the Buchanans' by stating that he
 couldn't believe that Daisy and Gatsby had chosen the luncheon for the
 “rather harrowing scene that Gatsby had outlined in the garden" (114).
 Apparently Daisy and Gatsby had planned that the confrontation should
 take place elsewhere for it is Daisy who brings up 
th
e subject of what  
they should do after lunch, (118) and, as they prepare to go to New
 York, Gatsby explains to Nick: "I can't say anything in his house, old
 sport” (120). And so the five head for the arena, which turns out to be
 a parlor in the same hotel in which Nick first teamed from Jordan of the
 romance
 
between Daisy and Gatsby (75). It is also here that, after the  
talk of the Buchanan wedding and Tom's inquisition of Gatsby, Nick
 also realizes that the romance between Daisy and Gatsby is over.
After the confrontation all return to their respective homes which
 
also represent their rightful places in the social world, Tom, Daisy, and
 Jordan return to the Buchanan mansion in East Egg; and although all
 three leave the next day, they will go to other places where people play
 golf and polo and are rich together. Nick returns to his unpretentious
 bungalow and ultimately back to the stability of the midwest, and
 Gatsby to his "huge incoherent failure of a house" where the next day
 he will be killed as he swims in his marble pool while waiting for a
 phone call that never comes.
Houses and their descriptions in The Great Gatsby serve as
 
symbols of the various socio-economic classes; but they also
 characterize individuals and reveal their values, ideals and dreams.
 Fitzgerald uses the homes of Tom and Daisy Buchanan, Jay Gatsby,
 Nick Carraway, and George and Myrtle Wilson to portray their status,
 character, and tastes: the Buchanan house revealing social acceptance,
 confidence, and proper taste; Gatsby's, the gaudiness of the nouveau
 riche; Nick's, simple honest and unpretentiousness; and the Wilson's,
 that which is Beneath contempt. Houses are especially important to Jay
 Gatsby for whom they are the most important symbols of
 accomplishment. That is why he bought a house for his parents and
 sent 
t
hem a picture of his home. That is also why he revered Daisy's  
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home in Louisville and
 
why immediately after their reunion he  insisted  
that Daisy see
 
his house.
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